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Pope John Paul II returned to the Vatican Jan. 25 after a five-day visit to Cuba, during which he
repeatedly criticized the Cuban regime as well as the US economic embargo of the island. The
visit generated ample speculation on how the pope's presence in Cuba might force changes in
Cuban or US policy. Following a decade-long relaxation of restrictions on the Cuban Catholic
Church, President Fidel Castro invited the pope to visit Cuba during their 1996 meeting in Rome
(see NotiSur, 11/22/96).
In accordance with a Vatican demand that the pope have full access to the Cuban media, masses
in four provinces and numerous homilies were broadcast live on Cuban radio and television. Even
before the pope's arrival, the government permitted Cardinal Jaime Ortega, a longtime critic of the
regime, to appear in a television interview.

Pontiff requests Catholic schools, prisoner release
In his public pronouncements, the pope asked the government to free political prisoners. Although
some prisoners may be released as a gesture of good will, Cuban officials insist that no prisoners are
being held on purely political charges.
The pope also called for freedom of choice in education, meaning the regime should allow Catholic
schools, which were shut down in 1961, to reopen and compete with the state system. As he traveled
around the island, the pope balanced some of his harsher rebukes of the regime with criticism of US
policy and global capitalism.
During the mass held in Havana's Plaza de la Revolucion on Jan. 25, he called for religious freedom
and improvement in Cuba's human rights practices. But he went on to attack neoliberal capitalism,
which "subordinates the individual to blind market forces." Also, in a criticism of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), he said, "At times, unsustainable economic programs are imposed on nations
as a condition for further assistance."
Before leaving Cuba, the pontiff blamed Cuba's economic troubles on both the regime and the US.
He said the former is responsible for "limiting fundamental liberties," while the latter has imposed
an "unjust and ethically unacceptable" embargo. He also called on other countries to increase aid to
Cuba to compensate for the embargo. Visit brings speculation on changes in Cuban & US policies
Media speculation on the visit's impact varied widely. Some predicted disaster for the Castro
regime, since the pope's criticisms could legitimize internal dissent.
Others foresaw a softening of US policy toward Cuba. Much speculation centered on changes in
Castro's personal attitude. Reporters repeatedly remarked that he wore a blue business suit instead
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54898
ISSN: 1089-1560

of his customary military uniform in meetings with the pope, showed deference to the pontiff,
and may even have become pious as a result of advancing age. Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia
Marquez, who attended the Jan. 25 mass with Castro, said the president was "almost infatuated"
with the pope. Others said they could not remember Castro attending mass since 1959.
Some US periodicals speculated that Castro and the pope were brought together by a shared
interest in social justice. Writing in The New Yorker, Lorenzo Albacete, a Catholic priest, said Castro
sees himself and the pope as "the only world leaders willing to condemn triumphalist neoliberal
capitalism." In contrast, a Washington Times editorial saw the visit as a clash of divergent moralities.
Focusing on the pope's criticism of the regime, the editorial interpreted the encounter as a defeat for
Castro. "Surely none of this was what the Castro regime wanted to hear," said the editorial.
And, the Toronto Globe and Mail said Castro told visiting US politicians that the pope's visit had
let loose the genie of religious freedom, which cannot be put back in the bottle. But the Cuban
government view is that Castro was not concerned about papal barbs or the threat of change.
National Assembly president Ricardo Alarcon said Castro knew the visit would bring change and
wanted to see the church play a greater role in Cuban society. Alarcon predicted the papal visit
would open church-state relations "a little more." He added that the Cuban economic opening
will also progress and that the US business community will eventually help overcome resistance to
ending the embargo.
Clearly, the regime hoped the visit would focus worldwide attention on the pope's criticism of the
embargo. The French daily Le Monde said that the presence in Cuba of several members of the
US Congress and of Michael Ranneberger, head of the State Department's office of Cuban affairs,
supported the possibility of an imminent softening of US policy. Ranneberger told a Le Monde
correspondent that the State Department "did not expect any immediate effect from the papal visit,
which we see as very positive." There would, however, be US reciprocity were the visit followed
by "a substantial widening in the opening toward the church," which would indicate change in the
Cuban system.

Hard-liners in exile community worry about US policy shift
A possible change in US policy has hard-line leaders in the Cuban exile community quite
concerned. "There is certainly a lot of apprehension and ambivalence," said Bishop Thomas Wenski
of the Miami archdiocese. "They don't know whether to be for [the visit] or against it." Otto Reich, a
Cuban exile and former US diplomat during president Ronald Reagan's administration (1980-1988),
said he was worried that Castro's international standing might improve if he were to grant the
pope's requests to free political prisoners and permit Catholic schools to operate.
Hard-liners were also against exiled Cubans traveling to see the pope. A plan by the Miami
archdiocese to charter a cruise ship to carry Miami-area Cubans to Havana for the open-air mass
was canceled under pressure from the exile group Concertacion Civica Cubana. Both the State
Department and Cuban authorities had approved the trip. Nevertheless, the group wrote the
archdiocese that the trip would undermine the embargo and was "morally objectionable since it
would give the false impression that an open society exists in Cuba where exiles can come and go
without hinderance." [Sources: Reuter, 10/26/97, 11/14/97, 12/10/97, 01/15/98; Inter Press Service,
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54898
ISSN: 1089-1560

10/27/97, 01/16/98; The Miami Herald, 10/14/97, 01/22/98; Le Monde (France), 01/24/98; Granma
International (Cuba), 01/21/98-1/25/98; The Toronto Globe and Mail, The New York Times, The New
Yorker, 01/26/98; Associated Press, 10/10/97, 11/1/97, 01/10/98, 01/26/98; Spanish News Service EFE,
08/19/97, 12/17/97, 12/19/97, 01/25/98, 01/26/98]
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